MEDICAL REVIVALISM AND THE NATIONAL MOVEMENT IN BRITISH INDIA by Bala, Poonam
Pages  1 - 5 
 
 
Ancient Science of Life,                                                                                  Vol  No. X No. 1  July 1990, Pages  1 - 5 
 
MEDICAL REVIVALISM AND THE NATIONAL MOVEMENT IN 
BRITISH INDIA 
 
POONAM BALA 
 
Department of Sociology, Delhi School of Economics, University of Delhi, Delhi – 110 007, 
India. 
  
Received: 18 January, 1990                                                                  Accepted: 8 March, 1990 
ABSTRACT: The author discusses here the efforts made to revive Ayurveda in the twentieth 
century by the protagonists of Ayurveda during the national movement and appraises how far 
political support and State patronage did good for the recrudescence of Ayurveda. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Our discussion of the relationship between 
Indian medicine and the State would be 
incomplete without a mention of the 
popularity of Ayurveda.  We are told that 
despite the withdrawal of British State 
support to the indigenous medical 
institutions, practitioners of the latter 
flourished and for many years only 
indigenous physicians were available to the 
people of India as western medicine was for 
British.  In the pages to follow, I shall 
discuss the various efforts made by the 
patrons of Ayurveda to revive the traditional 
medical system in British India. 
 
British Imperialism and Rise of the 
Indian National Movement 
 
Nationalism has been one of the most potent 
factors in shaping contemporary societies.   
In India, the rise of the anti-imperialist 
movement was  a gradual outcome of the 
contradictions between the imperatives of 
colonial policy and the basic interests of a 
vast majority of the people of India. 
Perhaps, it was this contradiction that 
eventuated in the so-called national 
movement embracing different  classes and 
groups in India
1.  The growth of national 
consciousness was also goaded by the 
exponents of Hindu cultural nationalism 
who assumed that the degeneration of India 
and the subsequent destruction of its 
nationality were greatly enhanced by the 
inroads that western civilization had made 
into the traditional cultural systems of the 
country.  Since medical knowledge of the 
ancient Hindus was linked with the culture 
of the past, the move to resuscitate 
Ayurveda could be seen as a part of the 
rising national consciousness among the 
Indians; the movement accorded a 
prominent place to the revival of Sanskrit 
language and literature.  The latter was said 
to represent the perennial found from which 
the vernaculars of India were derived
2.  In 
fact, one of the basic assumptions of Hindu 
cultural nationalism was the belief that 
Hindu population constituted a religious and 
racial unity and the Vedas, which were 
believed to be the outgrowths of the Aryan 
intellect, were superior to anything the 
world had previously known
3.  Constant 
efforts were then made to popularize India’s 
heritage to vindicate the superiority of 
indigenous culture and tradition against the Pages  1 - 5 
 
much-vaunted capitalize civilization of 
Europe
4.  The feeling of cultural nationalism 
was so strong that  the national movement 
was often considered synonymous with it
5.  
Along with cultural nationalism of the 
movement then also lay in the fact that 
British rule became the major cause of 
India’s economic backwardness.  The 
Indians, recognizing that imperialism was a 
barrier to the general development, felt and 
bewailed the economic exploitation of the 
country
6, Bholanath Chandra and Chandra 
Nath Bose were among the prominent 
advocates of economic nationalism, striving 
assiduously for the subversion of British 
policy
7. 
 
In addition to the economic and cultural 
nationalist doctrines, the Indians espoused 
yet another body of doctrine of political 
nationalism, the great consummating point 
of union of which was promised on the fact 
that “as subjects of the same sovereign, all 
Indian enjoyed common rights and 
privileges”
8.   Political nationalism then laid 
down the necessity of securing power of 
control over provincial affairs. 
 
Yet another factor contributing to the growth 
and intensification of the national movement 
in India was the introduction and spread of 
English as the medium of instruction in all 
disciplines throughout the country.  English 
was declared as the official language and 
finally became the medium through which 
the knowledge of English literature was 
sought to be disseminated, aided, no doubt, 
by the printing press.  Perhaps, what was 
more egregious was the fact that mass-
education in English was considered 
impracticable because of the limited funds 
ear-marked for educational purposes.  Also, 
an immense degree of intercourse between 
the colonialists and the Indians, as a result of 
the increasing commercial activity in the 
Presidency of Bengal, clearly manifested the 
need for educational facilities employing 
English language as the medium of 
instruction
9. 
 
It is also apparent that cultural nationalism 
was an outgrowth of the conflict between 
the Indians and the rulers, precipitated by 
the spread of foreign-oriented education 
among the people whose institutions, 
customs and traditions were profoundly 
different from those of the former.  It seems 
reasonably clear that the Indian national 
movement was intensified by the support of 
the rising Indian intelligentsia10 who were 
gradually drawn into the movements.  But to 
argue, as McCully does, that the feeling of 
national unity was inculcated among the 
western-educated Indian alone, is rather 
inadequate because it is known that some 
Ayurvedic enthusiasts were not part of this 
English educational stream and yet reacted 
to imperialism; they too were able to 
comprehend the economic and political 
conditions prevailing in the country. 
 
The recognition that contemporary 
traditional practices do not reflect the 
significant achievements of the ancient 
civilization as a result of their decline, due 
largely to the imposition of an alien culture 
and the subsequent demand fro State 
patronage or governmental interference from 
new regimes for their resuscitation and said 
to figure as important features of most of the 
revivalist movements in South Asian 
history
11, is rather disputable.  In fact, the 
alien nature of British rule cannot possibly 
be held to be solely responsible for lack of 
progress in Indian medicine.  To elaborate, 
we have the peculiar case of medieval India 
about which we are told that thought the 
medieval Indian rulers did not initially share 
the same cultural heritage they ruled, they 
did nothing to positively neglect Ayurveda.  
As a matter of fact, they sponsored 
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courts.  We must also cognize that western 
medical science, at least in the twentieth 
century, was an offshoot of paradigmatic 
work wherein the practitioners’ main 
concern was with solving puzzles rather than 
compilation work which, in turn, led to a 
better articulation of paradigms.  This 
suggests that western medicine was of a 
different kind in which case the stagnation 
of Ayurveda can be attributed not only to 
imperialist hubris but also to the problems 
germane in the latter which distinguished it 
from occidental medical science.  The 
feeling of lack of development in Ayurveda 
was probably accentuated and became 
evident with the proliferating advances in 
the West.    I shall see how the proponents of 
Ayurveda moved in favour of reviving the 
traditional system of medicine. 
 
Indian Nationalists and Revival of 
Ayurveda 
 
A vital factor providing impetus to the 
Indian national movement was the revivalist 
movement initiated by the advocates of 
Ayurveda with a view to restoring and 
promoting the indigenous medical system.   
The movement has, however, been one of 
major significance in Indian history; it 
aimed at achieving recognition and status by 
seeking State patronage and establishing 
institutions in the field.  It asserted itself in 
the early twentieth century and eventually 
led to the establishment of a dual system of 
medicine or, in other words, to the existence 
of a parallel set of institutions devoted to 
indigenous and modern medicine throughout 
India.  The movement found considerable 
expression in 1907 with the estaerable 
expression in 1907 with the establishment of 
a professional group of indigenous 
practitioners, known as the All India 
Ayurvedic Congress which formed the 
leading organization of vaids in India during 
the period.  It was a voluntary association 
comprised of individual practitioners and 
local provincial Ayurvedic groups, and was 
a representative of the “shuddha” school. 
 
In 1920, the Indian National Congress 
supported the movement demanding State 
patronage for Ayurveda and passed a 
resolution demanding popularization of 
schools, colleges and hospitals for 
instructions and treatment in accordance 
with the indigenous systems of medicine.  In 
the subsequent year, Shyamadas Vacaspati, 
a reputed Ayurvedic scholar, founded a 
national University of Bengal, called 
Gaudiya Saravidyayatana, as part of the 
Non-Cooperation Movement
12.  An 
Ayurvedic wing was established in the 
university to protest against the introduction 
of western oriented education of the day.  In 
this year too, Gandhi opened the new 
campus of an Ayurvedic college at Delhi 
and several years latter, he laid the 
foundation of the hospital of the Ayurvedic 
College at Calcutta. 
 
It shall be noted that notwithstanding such 
attempts to develop indigenous medicine, 
the movement met with partial success.   
Though the movement was successful in 
establishing a large number of educational 
institutions, it failed to set up uniform 
courses of training and professional 
opportunities for graduates in the field, the 
later two varying from one state to another 
or even with the same region.  Brass (1972) 
has described in some detail the reasons for 
the failure of the move to promote 
Ayurveda.  Perhaps, one of the cogent 
reasons for such a state of affairs was, as 
Brass believes to be the case, the internal 
conflict among the revivalists on educational 
and professional standards
13.  Arguments 
between the two wings of the movement – 
one favouring reliance on ancient texts for 
promoting “shuddha” or “pure” Ayurveda 
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integration of the latter with modern 
medicine  –  resulted in formulating an 
Ayurvedic curriculum with unaccountable 
variations. The recognition that “pure” 
Ayurveda could not deal with the public 
health needs of India led the advocates of 
integrated medicine to frame a system of 
Ayurvedic education embodying concurrent 
instructions in oriental and occidental 
medical sciences, specifically designed to 
train students in the fundamental aspects of 
Ayurveda while simultaneously imparting 
knowledge of western medical sciences
14.  
Such a concurrent teaching was envisaged as 
playing an important role in public health 
activities.  But a common understanding on 
the infeasibility of an effective integration of 
the two systems of medicine because of the 
fundamental differences underlying the two, 
probably led the proponents of “pure” 
Ayurveda  –  leaders of the Ayurvedic 
Congress – to outright protest against such a 
move; instead, they demanded its immediate 
abolition and replacement by the “shuddha” 
Ayurvedic studies
15. 
 
It shall be reasonable to infer that differing 
opinions between the two interest 
organizations of the movement over the 
curriculum of Ayurveda coupled with the 
fact that the latter was vastly different from 
western medicine, perhaps acted as an 
obstacle to its promotion. 
 
From the time of World War I and the 
Montagu-Chelmsford reforms of 1919 that 
gave Indians a larger role in governing the 
country, Ayurvedic revival was increasingly 
linked with nationalist politics.  One of the 
features of the reforms was the introduction 
of the system of diarchy  (or the system of 
dual power) in the provinces where, apart 
from the control exercised by imperial 
authorities, subjects as health and education 
were entirely in the hands of the provincial 
legislatures
16.  The increasing entry of 
Indians into the legislature gave them ample 
opportunity to voice their demands in favour 
of the regeneration of the pristine heritage of 
India. 
 
The development of an Ayurvedic college of 
Poona illustrates the politicization of 
medical revival in the post-war period 
during which there were increasing 
problems of student unrest in Ayurvedic 
Colleges.  The Civil-Disobedience or the 
Non-cooperation Movement prodded 
students to boycott government schools and 
foreign goods too.  They actively responded 
to the call and began to boycott universities 
throughout India, as part of the Non-
Cooperation Campaign.  At Poona, political 
leaders founded a university after the 
nationalist hero, Lokamanya Tilak, one of 
the courses of study being Ayurveda.  But 
1932, the institution was derecognized and 
students of the university were imprisoned 
for participating in the second Civil-
Disobedience Campaign of 1930 – 34 which 
was fought more intensely.  As a reaction to 
this attitude, a new college of Ayurveda was 
founded by the leaders of the Ayurvedic 
movement, in 1933at Poona.  By 1955, the 
college had gained State recognition and 
achieved affiliation to Poona university; it 
eventually became one of the best-equipped 
Ayurvedic college in the country.  The 
foregoing account of the support lent to 
indigenous medicine should suffice to 
explicate the not so dynamic state of 
Ayurveda despite constant efforts to nurture 
it. 
 
Concluding Reflections 
 
From the above account shall emerge certain 
important facts.  To begin with, the 
recognition that Ayurveda continued to 
provide medical relief to a majority of the 
Indian population because of the existence 
of a clientele can hardly be gainsaid.  It can Pages  1 - 5 
 
also be shown that Ayurveda, even in British 
India, allowed some practitioners to do well 
and amass a good fortune. 
  
It is evident that Ayurveda was given full 
encouragement by the nationalist movement 
but remained comatose.  As Brass (1972) 
contends, the movement met with partial 
success in establishing institutions. 
 
At this point of our concluding remarks to 
this paper, it might also seem legitimate to 
contend that in spite of political 
encouragement to Ayurveda in late ancient 
and medieval periods and later State 
support, Ayurveda failed to come at par with 
the medicine of the West.  Ayurveda was 
unable to attract people who had gradually 
begun to move more towards western 
medicine, probably because the former had 
reached a stage when there was no room for 
its improvement.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Besides, two points emerge in connection 
with the proposals for revivifying Ayurveda.  
Medical work in ancient and medieval India, 
it is known, was largely comprised of 
compilations, while in British India, steps to 
promote Ayurveda were focused on learning 
from Ayurveda with a more scientific 
outlook
17.  Viewing the relative advantage 
of one over the other, it seems reasonable to 
suggest that in the former case, of adding to 
Ayurvedic lore (with accretions), more 
addition of successful trials and methods of 
treatment, certainly does not aid in 
revitalizing Ayurveda.  The result is a 
constant proliferation in the number of 
compositions without any significant 
addition to medical knowledge.  The latter 
on the other hand, appears to be more 
convincing and, perhaps, one that would 
serve our initial purposes of developing 
Ayurveda.  That is, medical knowledge in 
this process is not lost but essentially 
revitalized in the light of the more 
developed one. 
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